WHITE NOISE 


My longtime best friend and I recently moved to the city of Richmond together. Both of 
us have noticed a certain difficulty in social life since moving. Neither of us are particularly 
reserved. Quite the opposite actually. We are both incredibly social and outgoing, but it’s no 
secret that Amerika in 2022 is not a kind place for lonely twenty somethings. Late nights 
smoking cigarettes out of my bedroom window, we’ve discussed at length all of the various 
factors that make social life so seemingly impossible to maintain. Lack of public spaces for 
gathering, lack of free activities, people’s our age pension for cliques, the criminalization of 
loitering, etc. There is, however, one place that Alexander and I continue to optimistically 
venture out towards. Venturing, always in hopes of meeting a friend, even if just for that night. 
It’s that one place that, despite all the evidence, we hold out hope for some kind of connection. 

We had decided, that morning, December 15th, 2022, to go Movieland for the screening 
of the new Noah Baumbach, White Noise. We had both been incredibly intrigued by the project, 
seeing as it’s Baumbach’s first foray into action flicks. We were both familiar with his more 
familiar films, films that explore the social attitudes and systems that make people act the way 
they do, and those characters’ powerlessness to those systems. But White Noise didn’t look like 
the rest. The trailer features a massive explosion and stunt driving, nothing fit for the world of 
Marriage Story. However, what intrigued us so much, was that with such a heightened sense of 
action, we could be afforded an even higher sense of social confrontation. 

The movie was showing at 8:50pm. We left our apartment around 7:30, giving us ample 
time to drive through the tight streets of the North side of Richmond, as has become our 
tradition. Before we go to Movieland, we drive through Brookland Park and the surrounding 
neighborhoods to look at all the Christmas lights. It’s an incredible mood setter for almost every 
movie we see. 

The lights were out that night, in full glory. Of course, when searching for Christmas 
lights you have to know which streets to take, otherwise you end up looping the same 4 blocks 
over and over looking for even a single porch light. We decidedly chose the right streets, and 
were blessed with wonderful displays on beautifully built and up kept homes. Around 8:10 we 
decided to shoot back towards town and stop at Mickey Dee’s for a snack and a coffee before the 
film. 

We took our food to the Movieland parking lot, and discussed our anticipations for the 
film. We stood in the cold sipping coffee and smoking, me waiting for Alexander to finish their 
two strawberry and cream pies. Eventually, we readied ourselves and headed in. 

To preface our theater experience, I'd like to paint a picture of the Bow Tie Cinemas 
Movieland on Arthur Ashe in Richmond, Virginia. This theater, of all the theaters I’ve ever 
visited in my life, is less welcoming, and less human than any other. There are few lights on the 
exterior, few windows to the atrium, and staggeringly hostile indoor design. There is a small 
building on the other side of the parking lot from the main entrance that hosts a large sign 


reading, “Criterion Cinemas”. Sounds exciting, but it’s been sat empty for three years now. The 
theater is designed off railroad station motifs. Lots of black iron, thick girders, massive rivets, 
and most importantly, interlocking and angular metal everywhere. It’s immediately unsettling 
upon entering. The atrium is three stories tall, with a small hot food stand to the left and a usually 
empty circular desk to the right. Its emptiness is shocking. It feels more like an airport than a 
theater. Like standing in the dilapidated carcass of a great leviathan, I can always sense the 
power of what once stood tall. 

All these factors, however, could be overlooked to maximize enjoyment. There is one 
aspect of seeing films at Movieland, though, that I will never acclimate to. Upon entering, after 
purchasing your ticket, an old man sits at the opening of the atrium’s maw with a small desk, a 
little iPad stand contraption, and a stool. Every time you pass, without fail, he asks for your ID. 
Whether seeing Michael Bay’s 9/7] or The Cocomelon Theatrical Experience, without fucking 
fail, he will ask for your driver’s license. It’s a mind bogglingly stupid anecdote that paints the 
most profoundly insignificant scene of America’s decent into fascism. Excited for the film? 
DOCUMENTS PLEASE. You WILL be turned away for lack of documents. I have been before, 
after already paying for my ticket. This policy (more of an intimidation tactic really) is an anti- 
humanist inability to imagine any course of action outside of liberal bureaucracy. Just another 
person selling themself to be the living ring doorbell of the panopticon at a place as 
inconsequential as the movie theater. But then again, what better place to start the fascistic 
cultural crusade but the theater that bumped 2022’s Palme D’or winning film after only 2 
screenings to allow for more theaters to play Wakanda Forever? 

When we entered the theater we bought our tickets from possibly the most openly hostile 
and visibly upset ticket salespeople I’ve ever witnessed. Of course, no blame rests on them for 
any bad time I might have here. Shit, if I were them my lazy ass would have quit by now. We 
took our tickets and walked to Himmler’s personally appointed ticket tearer. We got lucky. This 
night it was the nicer old man, rather than the abysmally rude older woman. I stepped forward 
with ticket AND documents in order. 

“How are you fellas doing tonight.” He stated. “Now I like that you came to me with 
your ticket and ID ready.” I appreciated his lightheartedness, but I wanted to grab him by the 
shirt collar and explain that my politeness wasn’t a choice. Rather a submission. 

“Now is that a Russian hat?” He asked me. That night, I wore a black corduroy baseball 
cap of mine that I had sewn a flamboyant gold and red soviet ham-sick pendant onto. I began to 
sweat. The oh great gatekeeper of the only theater showing the movie I want to see is asking me 
if ’'m a communist. 

I replied, “Oh yeah, haha. My sister studied abroad in Moscow one year. Brought me the 
hat back.” That part is actually true. 

“Oh yeah? You know I got one of those big fuzzy hats with one of those [communist 


pendant] on the front. Still got it right there. Well, that’s as close to communism as I ever got.” 


He ho ho hoed before handing us our ticket stubs and pointing us towards the right 
theater. 

It was a tiny, tiny little theater right behind the concessions counter. For a movie as large 
scale as this one, I was excited for a larger theater, but I never turn my nose at a smaller, more 
intimate film viewing space. Speaking of intimacy in film viewing, remember that Alexander and 
I go to the theater not only for cinema, but in search of friends. Some kind of community. A 
single other person to discuss what we just watched with, besides eachother. Well, for this 
particular screening (and almost every other before this) we were the only two souls in that 
theater. The only two people occupying space in this, I'll say, 50-60 person theater. It felt like an 
insult to Baumbach to have brought only ourselves. How could we have been so stupid, 
expecting people to go to a theater on a Thursday evening. Unheard of. We must have been out 
of our damn minds. 

We spent our time commenting on the trailers and the state of Amerikan cinema. 
Eventually, the lights dimmed and the Bow Tie Cinemas pre-roll began, “Movie going,” the 
screen bellowed, “like it used to be. Only better!” Ha! What a fucking joke. Baumbach’s first 
Amerikan action thriller and only two twenty year olds in attendance. Movie going like it used to 
be, only now you must bring your documents, separate from anyone who you might make a 
connection with, and on top of it all you can’t even smoke a cigarette. 

As the film began my bitterness started to dissipate. The film opens with Don Cheadle 
narrating his character’s understanding of the cultural symbolism of the Amerikan car crash in 
cinema. It’s riveting, gruesome, and perfectly answers the question, “Why the fuck is Baumbach 
making an action flick?” Our mood was lifting exponentially as we started to realize that 
Baumbach is still at the top of his game. The dialogue is as entertaining and difficult to follow as 
ever, though the stilted conversations, that seem to escape stuttering as congressman avoids the 
truth, are used to greater effect in this film than any previous work of his. The majority of scenes 
evolve into incomprehensible words being thrown past your face a mile a minute. One could say, 
White Noise (holy shit). 

I'll be honest, I didn’t glean as much rhetorically from this film as I know I can. From the 
first minutes of the film I was already getting excited to rewatch it, and really dissect the hell out 
of it. I did catch a good bit, however. 

Firstly, the cinematography is reminiscent of DePalma if DePalma smoked crack cocaine 


before snatching the camera out of the DP’s hands. Quick cuts, incredible push in zooms, never 


ending dynamicism. It kept me on the edge of my seat. The scenes of Driver, and at time 
Cheadle, lecturing their classes are mesmerizing. Baumbach pulls no punches with the 
symbolism. In fact, he’s incredibly on the nose in this film. So on the nose that it begs the 
question, “Is it really THAT on the nose? Or am I just reading the surface level of this?” One 
particular exemplification of this question I asked myself is one scene in which Driver and 
Cheadle are lecturing in tandem. They both speak of their preferred super-celebrity 
independently - Driver playing a professor of Hitler-ology, Cheadle doing the same but for Elvis 


- while dancing with eachother across the circular lecture room. This dance they perform is 
intercut with the sequence of a flammable semi heading straight into a train carrying toxic 
material. The tensity of the scene is material. I could hold it in my hand while I watched, pulled 
tighter than my shoelaces. The scene ends with an explosion and a half second match cut 
between a shot of Elvis sticking his fist in the air and Hitler raising his hand in salute to the 
Reich. Again, this kind of shit is so incredibly on the nose that I have to assume there is 
something below the surface that I'll be able to excavate with more discussion and rewatches. 

The story is exciting, though it is drenched in cliche. Although, drenched isn’t the right 
word. Moreso, the film is constructed from such cliches. The bones of the film are the cliches. 
Getting caught in traffic on the way to evacuate from town, random acts of non-human violence, 
rain and blue flashlights, a girl dropping her bun-bun and her dad running back for it, a big blue 
swirl in the sky, and my personal favorite, a slow mo car jump featuring a front view shot of the 
family gripping the interior of the car and yelling, ““Woooooo0ADODAAAAAAAAHH!” These 
cliches act as the building blocks for our characters’ experiences. Nothing they go through has 
much reason or causation behind it. They simply go through the motions of an action film as if it 
was the same as their aimless life before what the film calls the Airborne Toxic Event. These 
cliches are how they understand catastrophe, same as us, the viewers. Catastrophe exists not as 
an act of god, but an act of Disney. There is a path to follow in times of crisis that has been 
ordained by the film and television producers that raised us all. We, ourselves, are characters 
living out cliches. As Cheadle’s character puts it at some point (quote not verbatim cuz I forget 
the exact wording), “All the symbols and codes are here. We just have to know how to decipher 
them.” 

The dialogue of the film is incredibly uncanny for the entire movie. Characters talk to 
eachother like they’ re therapists talking to other therapists as if they were all patients. They 
always find the exact right word to use, and are intensely up front about their own self 
importance. Characters rarely listen to eachother, or at least rarely try. Even when two characters 
are in a room together, alone, talking, one or the other is constantly doing something. Rushing 
past eachother to put something away, cleaning a knife in the sink, putting a towel back on a 
rack, opening and closing drawers for god knows what reason. There is very little rest in White 


Noise. I suspect this hurriedness, as well as the overwhelming nature of the dialogue over 


dialogue over dialogue, is indicative of the entirely overwhelming nature of the world today. No 
one has a second to breath. We are all collectively trapped in here, this great big supermarket, 
with eachother. 

White Noise is an incredibly holistic critique of Amerikan individualism and how 
Amerikan media creates the cliches we all use as the basis of connection. It would do this film a 
disservice to connect it strictly to a certain time or place in Amerikan history. Baumbach himself 
has stated that this film can be read a purely an 80s movie, as well as a film taking place in 2022. 
The movie isn’t just about covid, or climate change, or the news, or the acedemicisization of the 
capitalist concept of celebrity. It is about this massive Walmart super center that we all live in. 


We go through the motions, purchasing our box of cookies, and doing our little Andre 3000 
shimmies. We dance with eachother, twist and turn, two step and waltz around eachother, our 
actions informed more than we realize by the structure of the aisles themselves. Baumbach has 
knocked it clear out of the park again. 


After the film Alexander stopped for a drink of water. We stepped outside for our 
traditional post movie cigarette and chat. We had much to say, but both agreed that a rewatch was 
in order. We drove home, met our roommate Hazy, smoked some gas, and watched criterion 


closet picks videos until we tuckered ourselves out. 
Next week we are going to see Avatar: The Shape of Water and The Whale. 


- Tempest Britt 
December 16, 2022 


